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Abstract 
Critical Period Hypothesis and Its Implications for EFL Teaching and Learning 
 
After briefly discussing the main characteristics of first and second language acquisition, the 
thesis focuses on the Critical Period Hypothesis. This theory presupposes that age plays a 
crucial role in language learning and that there is a limited period of time in one’s life during 
which languages can be learnt successfully. The belief that starting young brings better long-
term results has influenced foreign language teaching and learning to a significant extent. The 
age at which foreign languages are introduced in schools has become lower, leading to 
important changes of national curriculums in countries all over the world, including Slovenia. 
As a result of early courses or special programmes, exposure to the English language begins 
very early. When it comes to the official onset, English as a school subject is already offered 
to students in their first year of primary school education, whereas in second grade learning a 
foreign language is compulsory. Consequently, teachers are obliged to adjust their 
methodology to young learners and take into account their developmental features. However, 
the results of the survey I conducted reveal that neither teachers nor parents are notably 
against early foreign language learning. 
 
Key words: the Critical Period Hypothesis, age, young learners, early foreign language 
learning 
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Izvleček 
Teorija kritičnega obdobja in njeni vplivi na poučevanje in učenje angleščine kot tujega 
jezika 
 
Po kratki obravnavi glavnih značilnosti usvajanja prvega in drugega jezika se magistrsko delo 
osredotoči na teorijo kritičnega obdobja. Le-ta predvideva, da starost igra ključno vlogo pri 
učenju jezikov in da obstaja omejen časovni razpon, med katerim se lahko človek uspešno 
nauči jezikov. Prepričanje, da zgoden začetek prinese boljše dolgoročne rezultate, je v veliki 
meri vplivalo na poučevanje in učenje tujih jezikov. Starost, pri kateri se začne vpeljevanje 
tujih jezikov v šole, se je znižala, kar je pripeljalo do pomembnih sprememb nacionalnih 
učnih načrtov v državah po vsem svetu, tudi v Sloveniji. Zaradi zgodnjih tečajev ali posebnih 
programov so otroci angleškemu jeziku izpostavljeni zelo zgodaj. Uradno se poučevanje 
angleščine kot izbirnega šolskega predmeta začne že v prvem letu osnovnega izobraževanja, v 
drugem razredu pa je učenje tujega jezika že obvezno. Učitelji morajo posledično prilagoditi 
svoje metode mlajšim učencem in upoštevati njihove razvojne posebnosti. Kljub temu pa 
rezultati ankete, ki sem jo izvedla, kažejo, da niti učitelji niti starši niso izrazito proti 
zgodnjemu učenju tujih jezikov. 
 
Ključne besede: teorija kritičnega obdobja, starost, mlajši učenci, zgodnje učenje tujih 
jezikov 
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1. Introduction 
 
The thesis focuses on the Critical Period Hypothesis, a theory that presents age as one of the 
most important learner characteristics that affect second language acquisition and foreign 
language learning. The hypothesis in question suggests that the period of the brain’s 
maximum productivity ends around puberty and that after this age successful language 
learning is a more difficult and longer process. Owing to these ideas, the Critical Period 
Hypothesis became a prominent theory that influenced both foreign language teaching and 
learning. 
 
The primary aim of the thesis is to examine in what ways and to what extent the belief that 
younger is better affects ELT methodology and to ascertain the general opinion about learning 
foreign languages. The former is established not only by considering general teaching 
recommendations for an effective learning experience, but also with a detailed analysis of the 
Slovene national curriculum or rather with the comparison of syllabuses for English as a 
school subject in primary school. The latter, on the other hand, is demonstrated with the 
results of the survey I conducted as part of my research. 
 
The thesis is organised as follows. Chapter two touches upon first as well as second language 
acquisition, explaining the main features of Krashen’s Monitor Model. The third section 
discusses the Critical Period Hypothesis and how, according to this theory, age plays a crucial 
role in language learning. Chapter four deals with the connection between the Critical Period 
Hypothesis and ELT methodology, discussing both general guidelines and, when it comes to 
Slovenia, the suggestions found in the syllabuses for English. Section five represents the 
empirical part of the thesis and focuses on the analysis of the results obtained by the survey I 
conducted. Chapter six offers an overview of additional influences on second language 
acquisition, including a selection of other learner characteristics and relevant external factors. 
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2. Language Acquisition 
 
The term acquisition does not refer to the same process as learning, so it is necessary to 
explain the difference between these two concepts. Ellis (1986: 6) argues that “[t]he term 
‘acquisition’ is used to refer to picking up a […] language through exposure, whereas the term 
‘learning’ is used to refer to the conscious study of a […] language”. 
 
A distinction should also be made between the first language acquisition and the second 
language acquisition. At this point, the following thought is worth mentioning: 
[…] many researchers see their long-term goal as to produce a single ‘theory of language 
acquisition’, which would account for first and second language learning within one 
framework […] [because] the two experiences are both manifestations of the general human 
capacity to learn and use language. 
(Littlewood 1984: 4) 
 
For the time being, however, the two processes will be discussed separately, i.e. under 
separate headings. 
 
2.1. First Language Acquisition 
 
In order to understand second language acquisition, it is first necessary to explain how a 
person’s first language is acquired. This subsection deals with some basic approaches. 
 
To summarise Ellis (1986: 6–7, 19), it is still commonly believed that the learner’s first 
language (i.e. his
1
 or her mother tongue) has a considerable influence on the second language 
acquisition or learning, be it positive or negative. This is called language transfer and the 
main idea behind it is that the differences between the first (L1) and the second language (L2) 
slow down the learner’s progress in acquiring or learning L2, whereas the similarities between 
the two languages may aid L2 learning. 
 
The studies of the so-called negative transfer, i.e. interference of L1 with L2, have resulted in 
the Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis, trying to establish the reasons for the problems 
occurring to a learner of a particular L2. However, it was not long before the hypothesis in 
                                                          
1
 In the thesis, masculine forms “he/his/him”, etc. are used whenever they seem natural and stylistically 
convenient on the argument that they can be understood as unmarked for sex unless otherwise indicated by the 
context. 
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question faced defiance, as some findings have shown that the negative transfer is not such a 
major factor when it comes to errors in the process of L2 acquisition. 
 
To move from the role of L1 to the process of its acquisition, Littlewood (1984: 4–6) explains 
that the so-called behaviourist approach had an immense influence before the 1960s. Its 
proponent was Skinner, claiming that a child acquires a language by imitating the sounds that 
surround him. As he gets positive responses from his environment, the child repeats the 
patterns so that they become a habit. 
 
From the 1960s onwards, Chomsky challenged Skinner’s theory with presenting its flaws. In 
his works, Chomsky argues that the acquisition of a language is a more complex process than 
merely imitation, because with exposure, children internalise the system of rules underlying a 
specific language. This is what “enable[s] speakers to create and understand an infinite 
number of sentences, most of which they have never encountered before” (Littlewood 1984: 
5). In other words, children become linguistically competent, despite the fact that they only 
listen to other people’s speech, i.e. performance. Trying to account for this phenomenon, 
Littlewood (1984: 6) further claims that “children are born with an innate capacity for 
acquiring language[,] [which is called] ‘Language Acquisition Device’ (often shortened to 
LAD)”. This concept of LAD connects very well with Chomsky’s theory of universal 
grammar as well. The latter assumes that every language has at least one feature that is 
universal, i.e. common to all languages. 
 
2.2. Second Language Acquisition 
 
Similarly as in the case of L1 acquisition, many aspects exist when it comes to L2 acquisition 
as well. This subsection only briefly discusses some of them, focussing mainly on the early 
stages of L2 acquisition, therefore leaving out the process of learning grammar, as this is not 
the main purpose of the thesis. 
 
At this point, it is also important to note that there is a difference between a second and a 
foreign language, the former having “social functions within the community where it is 
learnt” (Littlewood 1984: 2) and the latter being learnt “primarily for contact outside one’s 
own community” (ibid.). For the sake of clarity, however, the term second language is used as 
an umbrella term when referring to both foreign and second language acquisition, unless 
stated otherwise. 
4 
 
Some of the models or theories explaining L2 acquisition are quite similar or even the same as 
those dealing with L1 acquisition. As Mitchell and Myles (1998: 23) point out, the 1950s and 
the 1960s first drew on some kind of a structuralist approach, describing language as a system 
of patterns. With these structures, one can construct an infinite number of similar sentences, 
therefore encouraging the learner to first learn the basics in order to be able to communicate 
his thoughts properly. In addition, structuralism predicts practice and repetition, which 
already resembles the main idea of behaviourism. The latter approach, similarly as with L1 
acquisition, was in the 1960s popular also when studying L2 acquisition, until Chomsky 
exposed its flaws. 
 
An important point that has not been mentioned when examining L1 acquisition is the so-
called silent period, which is also very common with L2 acquisition. Ellis explains this very 
clearly: 
In the case of L1 acquisition, children go through a lengthy period of listening to people talk 
to them before they produce their first words. This silent period is necessary, for the young 
child needs to discover what language is and what it does. In the case of L2 acquisition, the 
silent period is not obligatory, as the learner already knows about language, having already 
acquired one. Yet many learners–especially children–opt for a silent period. 
(Ellis 2008: 73) 
 
The silent period is therefore a type of technique learners use to increase their confidence in 
knowledge before they actually speak up and produce their own utterances. However, when 
they do, this speech mostly consists of formulaic sequences or expressions, sometimes also 
functioning as some kind of a short speech act. Ellis (2008: 77) continues that “[e]ach formula 
is closely tied to the performance of a particular language function which is communicatively 
important to the learner”. Usually, these expressions are simple clauses, but not always. Some 
examples Ellis (2008: 76) included in his book are ‘I’m sorry to keep you waiting’, ‘Can I 
come in?’ and ‘What’s for dinner?’. Through formulaic sequences, learners then start to 
expand their vocabulary and gain knowledge about the language by slowly internalising basic 
grammatical rules. As mentioned above, this will not be discussed in this thesis. 
 
2.2.1. Krashen’s Monitor Model 
 
Linguist Stephen Krashen developed his own model of L2 acquisition, which is still quite 
important and frequently referred to when discussing acquisition of a second language. 
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Mitchell and Myles (1998: 35–39) and Ellis (1986: 261–264) summarise the model in 
question thoroughly, including all the main points. 
 
The Monitor Model consists of five hypotheses: the Acquisition-Learning Hypothesis, the 
Natural Order Hypothesis, the Monitor Hypothesis, the Input Hypothesis and the Affective 
Filter Hypothesis. 
 
The Acquisition-Learning Hypothesis explains the difference between the processes of 
acquisition and learning, which has already been considered at the beginning of the thesis. 
The Natural Order Hypothesis claims that there is a certain (natural) order according to which 
one acquires L2, especially when it comes to grammatical rules and structures. 
The Monitor Hypothesis suggests that the learners have some sort of a monitor inside their 
heads which helps them modify and correct their language performance. 
The Input Hypothesis states that “‘acquisition’ takes place as a result of the learner having 
understood input that is a little beyond the current level of his competence (i.e. the i + 1 
level)” (Ellis 1986: 262). 
The Affective Filter Hypothesis “deals with how affective factors relate to [L2 acquisition]”, 
namely factors such as “the learner’s motivation, self-confidence, or anxiety state” (Ellis 
1986: 263). These factors determine how much input the learner actually processes as new 
information. The affective filter therefore “influences the rate of development, but it does not 
affect the route” (ibid.), the latter still following the natural order of language acquisition. 
 
Krashen’s Monitor Model faced some critical responses as it assumes that if the learner is 
exposed to a language in sufficient amounts, everything will emerge automatically, even 
speech and grammar (Mitchell and Myles 1998: 38). 
 
According to Ellis (1986: 263–264), however, there are some other factors Krashen took into 
account when studying L2 acquisition. One of these factors is the role of the first language 
and Krashen’s rejection of it interfering with L2 acquisition. Also, Krashen does not see 
formulaic sequences as useful when acquiring or learning a new language. With the affective 
filter hypothesis he considers individual differences between learners and finally, Krashen 
also acknowledges age as one of the important factors influencing L2 acquisition. 
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3. Critical Period Hypothesis and the Importance of Age 
 
Age is undoubtedly one of the most important factors that influence L2 acquisition and 
learning. Philp et al. (2008: 5–6) identify four different stages in child L2 acquisition: 
 early childhood (children aged 2–7; “learning to think symbolically”) 
 middle childhood (children aged 7–11; “more logical in their thinking”) 
 early adolescence (children/teenagers aged 12–14; “greater capacity for abstract 
thought”) 
 later adolescence (adolescents aged 15 years and older) 
 
These stages are important when it comes to studying which group has the highest 
achievement, considering the three aspects of L2 acquisition as proposed by Ellis (1986: 105–
106): the route, the rate and the success. Ellis argues that the route of L2 acquisition always 
remains the same, no matter the learner’s age, which is in accordance with Krashen’s Natural 
Order Hypothesis. When it comes to the rate of learning, teenagers are the ones who usually 
do best (in the light of these results, Ellis suggests that L2 performance reaches its peak in 
teenage years and then declines), which is not necessarily the case with success: 
Both number of years of exposure and starting age affect the level of success. The number of 
years’ exposure contributes greatly to the overall communicative fluency of the learners, but 
starting age determines the levels of accuracy achieved, particularly in pronunciation. 
(Ellis 1986: 106) 
 
This classification into different stages or groups follows the so-called maturational approach 
to language acquisition, which also corresponds to the Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH), a 
popular and frequent “claim that human beings are only capable of learning language between 
the age of 2 years and the early teens” (Cook 1996: 108). Littlewood explains: 
[This is the period] during which the brain is flexible and language learning can occur 
naturally and easily. Since this period ends around puberty, adolescents and adults can no 
longer call upon these natural learning capacities. The result is that language learning 
becomes an artificial, laborious process. 
(Littlewood 1984: 65) 
 
Gass and Selinker (2008: 405) point out that“[i]t is commonly believed […] children are 
better language learners than adults […]”, but “[…] research evidence in favour of the 
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superiority of young children has proved surprisingly hard to find” (Cook 1996: 109). All 
these assumptions are discussed in more detail in sections that follow. 
 
3.1. Human Brain and L1 Acquisition 
 
From the biological point of view, critical period is “a limited phase in the development of an 
organism during which a particular activity or competency must be acquired if it is to be 
incorporated into the behaviour of that organism” (Singleton and Ryan 2004: 32). What this 
definition implies for language acquisition is that if a learner does not acquire a language 
during the period in question, he will not be able to do it later in life either. Singleton and 
Ryan also point out that there exist two versions of the CPH itself: 
The weaker version claims that, in order to proceed successfully, language acquisition must 
begin within the critical period, and that the sooner language acquisition begins after the 
onset of the critical period the more efficient it will be. The stronger version holds that even 
if language acquisition begins within the critical period it does not continue beyond the end 
of that period. 
(Singleton and Ryan 2004: 33) 
 
It can be argued that the latter alternative is in fact too extreme. If nothing else, vocabulary is 
an aspect of language which develops and expands with time, i.e. in the adulthood as well 
(Singleton and Ryan 2004: 60, 198–199). 
 
Precisely because a language consists of various components, the idea of multiple critical 
periods arose. It specifies the most appropriate age for acquiring different linguistic areas 
(Dörnyei 2009: 245), but it is not as influential as the CPH. One can also come across the 
term sensitive period, which differs from critical period in the sense of how necessary 
learning in these periods actually is. Sensitive period marks the time during which learning is 
not crucial for the learner, but if it occurs, the results will be better and will last longer 
because of the brain’s increased sensitivity to environmental input. The term critical, 
however, as the word itself suggests, means that learning during this period is mandatory, 
otherwise the ability for later acquisition of an activity or language is lost and the brain cannot 
function in a normal way anymore (Dörnyei 2009: 237). 
 
This explanation is connected to the claim that “at around puberty, the brain loses its 
plasticity” (i.e. flexibility) and therefore “acquiring [a] language becomes increasingly 
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difficult” (Nunan 1999: 42), which is in accordance with Littlewood’s findings as well (see 
his quote on page 6). Ellis describes how this hypothesis is relevant for L1 acquisition: 
[It] was grounded in research which showed that people who lost their linguistic capabilities, 
for example as a result of an accident, were able to regain them totally before puberty (about 
the age of twelve) but were unable to do so afterwards. It was subsequently supported by 
studies of people who had been deprived of the opportunity even to acquire an L1 as a child. 
(Ellis 1997: 67–68) 
 
One clarification of how the brain works when it comes to L1, which is in line with Ellis’ 
quote above, is offered by Saville-Troike (2006). Human brain has two hemispheres – the 
right and the left one. Each hemisphere is in charge of different processes and this 
specialization is called lateralization. Around puberty, when this step is complete, the brain is 
more mature and has less plasticity. The two halves are not dependent of each other anymore 
and the centre for language is finally located in the left hemisphere. As a result of the brain’s 
newly-acquired rigidity, if a part of the brain is damaged, another area is not able to perform 
the functions of the impaired section. 
 
Therefore, from a linguistic point of view, if a child suffers a brain injury that damages 
language areas, his recovery can be complete because the functions of the left hemisphere can 
still be transferred to the right one. However, if such trauma happens to an adult, normal 
language acquisition is not possible since the brain is not as flexible as it was in childhood. 
What is interesting, though, is that the right hemisphere seems to be more involved in L2 
learning, especially when it occurs later in life (i.e. not in early childhood), indicating that the 
organization of the brain differs with regard to L1 and L2 acquisition (Saville-Troike 2006: 
68–72). 
 
In the continuation of his discussion, Saville-Troike (2006: 82) states explicitly that, indeed, 
“there is a critical period for first language acquisition”. He then turns his attention to 
“[i]ndividuals who for some reason are deprived of the linguistic input which is needed to 
trigger first language acquisition during the critical period” and emphasizes that such people 
“will never learn any language normally” (ibid.). 
 
There are several instances that prove this point, but the most famous one is the case of Genie, 
who was found in 1970s in California when she was 13 years old. She was isolated from the 
outside environment and physically abused by her father. He locked her in a room and had 
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almost no interaction with her, except when he brought her food. Consequently, Genie did not 
learn her first language; she had hardly any experience with language at all. After she was 
discovered, she was given “a great amount of care, attention, instruction, and linguistic input”, 
but she never acquired “a normal level of language” (Steinberg and Sciarini 2006: 95). 
 
The fact that Genie was already in puberty when her language exposure began and her 
subsequent failure to learn it seems to support the idea of the critical period (at least for L1) 
ending at around twelve years of age. However, what must also be taken into account is the 
lack of the initial language experience, the length of her deprivation and of course the extent 
of the physical and psychological trauma she suffered (Dörnyei 2009: 239–240; Steinberg and 
Sciarini 2006: 93–103; Saville-Troike 2006: 82–83). 
 
In addition to wondering about the age which marks the end of the CPH, the discussion 
surrounding this theory also revolves around the onset of the period in question. Singleton and 
Ryan (2004: 60) mention Lenneberg as the inventor of the CPH, who set its start at around 
two years of age. However, the two authors disagree, explaining that “current evidence seems 
to suggest that there is no stage in the infant’s development when language is not in the 
process of being acquired” (Singleton and Ryan 2004: 34). One can conclude from their quote 
that Singleton and Ryan support the idea of early language experience being important for the 
brain and language to continue to develop normally. 
 
3.2. CPH and L2 Acquisition 
 
The Critical Period Hypothesis with regard to L2 acquisition is based on a popular belief that 
children are in general better language learners than adults. This chapter therefore discusses 
the results of various studies that support or refute the aforementioned assumption. The initial 
analysis is divided into three parts that correspond to different aspects of language. 
 
(1) Pronunciation 
 
The studies dealing with pronunciation and phonology usually concern immigrants who at 
some point in their lives moved to an English-speaking country. Singleton and Ryan (2004) as 
well as Montrul (2008) enumerate a considerable amount of studies dealing with how the age 
of arrival and the length of exposure to an L2 affect the acquisition of pronunciation. The 
results show “a clear effect for age of arrival: young arrivals were much better at achieving an 
English-like pronunciation than late arrivals” (Montrul 2008: 47), “the probability of a native-
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like accent […] being further increased the longer the child had lived in the country” 
(Singleton and Ryan 2004: 63). Older children seem to be slightly superior when it comes to 
pronunciation than younger children as it is believed that language performance reaches its 
peak precisely before the end of the critical period (i.e. around puberty). What follows is a 
steady decline in language learning capacity, so adults are generally slower and not as 
successful learners as children. However, there also exist studies that prove there are 
numerous exceptions to this widely-accepted view. This means that even adults whose L2 
learning begins later in life can in fact achieve native-like pronunciation (Singleton and Ryan 
2004: 61–72, 84–85, 88). 
 
(2) Grammar 
 
When it comes to grammar, it still stands that early exposure to L2 can to some extent 
contribute to later success in this particular language. However, there are many studies 
proving that young adults (i.e. teenagers) and adults are actually the ones that score better in 
grammar tests. Adolescents are believed to have a slight initial advantage over children, 
which disappears with exposure for a longer period of time. Nevertheless, older learners can 
still achieve a native-like proficiency of L2 grammar, most likely due to the maturational 
element and more advanced cognitive development (Singleton and Ryan 2004: 86, 94–95, 
100; Steinberg and Sciarini 2006: 135–136). 
 
(3) Vocabulary 
 
The studies regarding vocabulary also give somewhat inconsistent results. They support the 
claim that early exposure is beneficial, but also confirm the statement of adolescent and adult 
L2 beginners having an initial dominance over younger learners and therefore progressing 
more quickly. Similarly as with grammar, the lexical aspect of an L2 is also understood to be 
the strong point of slightly older learners, with vocabulary extension continuing well into 
adulthood. There is one research (by Yamada), however, that failed to show such results and 
consequently suggests that younger learners are better in learning new L2 vocabulary items 
(Singleton and Ryan 2004: 97–98). 
 
It can be concluded from the short discussion above that the findings of many studies are 
inconclusive, so it is almost impossible to make generalizations. If an attempt of a summary is 
made, the general tendency seems to lean slightly towards younger learners being better in L2 
acquisition and learning, at least when considering long-term results: “those who begin 
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learning an L2 in childhood in the long run generally achieve higher levels of proficiency than 
those who begin later in life” (Singleton and Ryan 2004: 115). Nevertheless, this by no means 
implies that adult learners “cannot attain to native levels of proficiency” (Singleton and Ryan 
2004: 116). 
 
It is important to mention at this point that there indeed exist exceptions on both sides of the 
argument: young learners who never attain native-like proficiency can be found, as well as 
adult beginners who do (Dörnyei 2009: 242–243). There is also the factor of the so-called 
“linguistic proximity between the L1 and the L2” (Montrul 2008: 53), which can play a small 
role in acquisition of L2 (Singleton and Ryan 2004: 109). It has been established on pages 2 
and 3 that negative transfer is not of much importance, but that the positive one (i.e. 
similarities between the two languages) might to a limited extent aid the learner. In addition to 
all these components, there is a question of further influences as well, either environmental 
(e.g. length of exposure, support, the status a language has in the society) or the ones 
connected to the quality and type of input (formal versus naturalistic). These aspects, 
including the effects of other learner characteristics are analysed in the following sections, 
especially in chapter 6. 
 
There have also been suggestions that the later one starts with L2 learning, the more effort he 
will have to put into it. This idea is reflected in Littlewood’s claim (see his quote on page 6), 
but his statement is seen as questionable in the eyes of Singleton and Ryan (2004: 116) 
because “[i]t has not been demonstrated that post-pubertal L2 learning is necessarily more 
consciously effortful that[!] pre-pubertal learning”. What is proposed by Singleton and Ryan, 
however, is that children and adults learn L2 in a somewhat different way: the former benefit 
more from informal or naturalistic exposure, whereas the latter require additional formal 
instruction, which helps adults make their learning easier. Nevertheless, this does not mean 
that learning in a more formal context is necessary for adults, nor does it mean that it is in 
itself a sufficient condition for successful L2 acquisition (Singleton and Ryan 2004: 100–
102). 
 
In the past few years, the Critical Period Hypothesis and the position of starting to learn an L2 
as early as possible have become more popular. This stance is reflected in school education all 
over the world, including in Slovenia. 
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4. Critical Period Hypothesis and the Educational Aspect 
 
As this section focuses on the academic aspect, i.e. on how the CPH and its wide acceptance 
affects educational programmes all over the world, the type of input discussed is only formal 
instruction, unless indicated otherwise. 
 
Whereas one subscribes to the CPH being plausible or not, the influence of the younger the 
better position is already seen in schools lowering the starting age of L2 learning. However, 
there have been some suggestions that the age at which an L2 is introduced to young learners 
is not in itself as important as the length and the quality of exposure. This view is supported 
by Singleton and Ryan (2004: 201), who state that “[e]xposure time […] is widely recognised 
as a crucial factor in differentiating levels of language proficiency” and continue that the 
“amount of instruction is the most important predictor of L2 learning success”. In addition to 
the length, the quality of instruction is highly important as well, especially “in the initial 
stages of schooling; unless the experience is a positive one it is likely to result in antipathy 
towards the language and culture in question and in demotivation in respect of subsequent L2 
learning experience” (ibid.: 206). 
 
On the previous page, it has been established that children benefit more from informal 
contexts, but Krashen (1981: 43) and Dörnyei (2009: 272) argue that formal instruction can 
even further enhance young learners’ performance, which is in slight contradiction to 
Singleton and Ryan’s assumption on page 11. Long (2013: 260), however, brings the two 
ideas together with the suggestion of adapting the learning environment so that it is more 
suitable for young learners: “a younger start will not help unless and until alternative models 
of instruction become available for younger children”. He further recommends “increasing the 
richness of input and intensity of exposure”, including creating “plentiful opportunities for 
communicative use of the language” (ibid.). The same author suggests leaving the widely-
popular focus on form for later years (ibid.), which is also promoted by Ytreberg (1997: 25), 
commenting that in primary education “fluency is [at all times] more important than 
accuracy”. 
 
Drawing from what has been discussed in this section so far, the final result of L2 instruction 
therefore does not depend only on age, but also on the adequacy of course materials and by all 
means on the qualification of the teacher. 
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4.1. Teaching Dimension 
 
Formal instruction or classroom learning is undoubtedly different from naturalistic learning, 
which is described by Steinberg and Sciarini (2006): 
The classroom for second-language learning is a planned situation. […] The teacher is the 
one who knows the second language and the students are there to learn [it]. […] Students do 
not act on their own but follow the directions of the teacher. […] [Some other 
characteristics] include social adjustment to group process (individuals must subordinate 
their behaviour and follow classroom procedures for the benefit of all), the need to attend 
class in order to learn, the need for long periods of concentration, and, when required, having 
to do home study. […] Using book and taking notes are often expected of the student. 
Students have to get used to learning language as an academic subject. 
(Steinberg and Sciarini 2006: 132–133) 
 
This paragraph illustrates how demanding the task of adjusting to the classroom situation 
actually is, which is why older children (and adults) are usually more successful when it 
comes to conforming to formal instruction. Another reason for their better results possibly lies 
in the frequent use of explicit teaching. This way of instruction is usually “more effective than 
implicit focus” (Gass and Selinker 2008: 390–391), but the accompanying usage of 
metalanguage can be too challenging for very young learners (Steinberg and Sciarini 2006: 
132–133). 
 
To aid students with the transitions pointed out in Steinberg and Sciarini’s quote above, 
teachers resort to the so-called teacher talk, so “not surprisingly, about 70 per cent of the 
utterances in most classrooms come from the teacher” (Cook 1996: 120). The main feature of 
a teacher’s language is the adaptation to the learners’ level of L2 proficiency, which results in 
simplification of vocabulary and syntax (i.e. when explaining, teachers use simpler 
grammatical structures), not to mention frequent repetition and special attention to mistakes 
(Cook 1996: 122; Ellis 2008: 794–795). 
 
Despite all the changes students experience when entering the school environment, there is 
another factor that contributes to students feeling more comfortable in an L2 classroom: the 
use of their mother tongue. According to Ellis (2008: 801), this issue is still controversial 
because “[f]rom an interactionist perspective […], emphasis needs to be given to ensuring 
learners receive maximum exposure to L2 input, whereas from a sociocultural [point of view] 
14 
 
the L1 can serve as a tool for scaffolding learner production in the L2”. The use of the 
students’ mother tongue varies from teacher to teacher, but it would be reasonable to conclude 
that the amount depends largely on the learners’ age and L2 proficiency and the danger of 
ambiguity when explaining the subject matter and giving instructions. 
 
In addition to Steinberg and Sciarini (2006), Littlewood (1984: 60) also lists some typical 
components of formal instruction: “controlling the learner’s exposure to the language; making 
them become aware of significant features and patterns; providing opportunities for practising 
the language [and] ensuring that learners receive feedback about their performance”. The 
latter has to be non-intrusive and has to include subtle error correction and a generous amount 
of praise, especially when it comes to younger learners (otherwise they may lose their 
willingness to learn). 
 
Different age groups learn in different ways, so teachers have to use approaches appropriate 
for their learners. However, Littlewood (1984: 60–61) argues there are factors that are even 
more important than methodology itself, some of these being “the personality and skill of 
individual teachers, the ability and motivation of different learning groups [and] the 
availability of time and resources”. This statement once again proves that successful language 
learning is not influenced by only one controlling element, but that several of them have to be 
taken into consideration. 
 
The question of why early L2 learning was introduced in schools has already been partially 
answered, but some additional information is provided by Doyé and Hurrell (1997). On the 
one hand, young learners’ emotional and intellectual readiness for learning a second or a 
foreign language is pointed out, but on the other, the two authors are careful and try not to put 
too much pressure on children: 
Human dispositions at a certain age cannot determine by themselves when an ability such as 
communicative competence in another language is best acquired. They have merely the 
function of making such an acquisition possible. It is the environment, the educational 
environment mainly, that is the final decisive factor. 
(Doyé and Hurrell 1997: 10) 
 
In the case of formal instruction, the educational environment is the classroom, so it is the 
teacher’s task to make it as pleasant and supportive as possible, especially in the beginning of 
primary education. 
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Besides the general belief that young children are prepared for acquiring new languages, 
Doyé and Hurrell (1997: 12) include another reason for the widely-spread introduction of 
early L2 learning in schools. They present the simple truth of the world changing rapidly, 
which brings with it the need for progress and modernization in the field of education as well. 
Nowadays children meet people from different countries or get acquainted with other cultures 
when they are still quite young, so learning a second or a foreign language has virtually 
become a necessity. 
 
With the question of why covered, the issue of how appears. Lowering the age of L2 formal 
instruction in schools so that the curriculum would be in accordance with general changes and 
with the growing popularity of the CPH is just the first phase. What follows is the adaptation 
of language syllabuses, which is both an important and a difficult step at the same time. 
 
4.1.1. General Recommendations 
 
Some general recommendations of how to make second and especially foreign language 
learning successful are found in Tost Planet (1997). He (ibid.: 20) emphasizes that in primary 
education the aim is “not to teach a foreign language but to teach how to communicate in a 
foreign language”, which is a helpful guideline for the teachers to know how to prepare and 
what is the ultimate goal of their teaching. Providing “communicative experience in the 
classroom which is as similar as possible to communication in the natural environment” is an 
idea that is also supported by Littlewood (1984: 61–62). 
 
Learning a foreign language is much more than memorising grammatical rules and studying 
vocabulary items by heart, but it also means recognising this particular language as an 
important means of communication with other people, accepting cultures that are unfamiliar 
to the learners and therefore enriching their personal experience of the language itself. If the 
teacher’s approach to teaching and learning is adequate, the students consequently develop a 
positive attitude towards L2 and learning language in general (Tost Planet 1997: 20–21). It is 
best if children first understand the utterances before producing them (i.e. reception before 
production; listening and reading before speaking and writing). 
 
Taking into account young learner characteristics, including their short concentration span, 
Ytreberg describes how primary school teaching should look like: 
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Short, frequent sessions, a substantial collection of different types of activities and a 
willingness on the part of the teacher to be flexible, are essential features of primary foreign 
language teaching. The activities must give the pupils the opportunity to use all their 
faculties; to look, listen, touch, move, talk, sing and shout! To the old slogan “learning by 
doing” we may add “learning by playing”. 
(Ytreberg 1997: 26) 
 
The author’s view described above resembles the method of Total Physical Response, which 
is especially successful when used with young learners. Ytreberg (1997: 26) also emphasizes 
that learner autonomy should be encouraged and that teachers should act as guides, i.e. 
provide support students need. Besides learning through play and frequent repetition, teachers 
should also use ample visual aids and personalise language learning experience by, for 
example, asking them about their interests and then employing this information in class. It is 
also recommended to include a considerable amount of stories and songs (ibid.: 27, 29–30; 
Komorowska 1997: 58). 
 
When it comes to assessment, young children should not be assessed with numerical marks. 
Their evaluation must be descriptive and written in a way that emphasizes the child’s strong 
sides, not his weaknesses. In other words, the learner’s progress should be pointed out, 
otherwise the students can lose their motivation and interest in second or foreign language 
learning (Komorowska 1997: 59). Classes should not be stressful and competitively-oriented, 
but teachers must still strive for the achievement of short- and long-term learning goals. 
 
Tost Planet, Komorowska and Ytreberg also offer some suggestions as to what to teach with 
regard to the learners’ age and level of proficiency, starting with the simplest and continuing 
to more sophisticated content. To name but a few propositions, which also connect with other 
subjects or areas of primary school curriculum, it is necessary that pupils learn how to greet 
other people, say goodbye and introduce themselves, how to pronounce, spell and count 
properly, how to express their feelings and give advice, etc. The topics covered should include 
home, sports, leisure, food, clothes, weather, animals, traditions, travel, ecology and so on 
(Tost Planet 1997: 23; Komorowska 1997: 53). It is pointed out that “teaching grammar as 
such has little or no place at the beginner stage” (Ytreberg 1997: 27). 
 
Leaving content-related issues behind and turning to the immensely important role of the 
teacher, Felberbauer (1997: 77) writes: “Quite obviously, the success or failure of all 
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programmes for learning foreign languages at primary level depends on the quality of the 
teachers”. They should be familiar with developmental features typical of young children, but 
should also be experts in their field, in this case language. 
 
Primary school teachers should be trained for dealing with a number of the most common 
problems that may appear with young learners and should enjoy working with other people 
and especially with children. As to personality traits, a good teacher should be friendly and 
understanding but strict and determined at the same time, innovative and flexible, respectful 
of all students, sometimes funny and always enthusiastic, etc. All teachers should be aware of 
their great responsibility of raising and educating future intellectuals, but it can be argued that 
primary school teachers are especially significant for establishing the children’s first 
impression about the school environment and learning experience in general. They provide 
the basis on which students build new knowledge and if this foundation is not strong enough, 
learners are likely to have problems later in the educational process and in life. 
 
Besides the relevant part of the teacher, Singleton and Ryan also point out the significance of 
course materials students use in class and conclude: 
Clearly, one would not expect a positive early experience of L2 learning to result [in 
success] if the course materials used were aimed at a different age-group, of a narrowly 
written orientation, unvaried in their presentational approach and activity-types, and 
unreflective of learners’ interests; if the teachers involved had little formation in or 
commitment to the language to be taught or on the other hand little training in respect of 
primary teaching […]. When even some of these negative elements are present, the results 
can be less than happy in terms of learners’ perceptions of the language learning experience. 
(Singleton and Ryan 2004: 208) 
 
To summarise, when deciding which approach to choose and how to behave in the classroom, 
teachers must take into account the students’ age and proficiency level as well as their 
interests and other needs. The choice of contents and consequently course materials should 
reflect the enumerated young learner characteristics as well. 
 
Since the discussion so far only considers general recommendations that apply to any country, 
it is now time to narrow the focus and examine the situation in Slovenia. 
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4.2. Situation in Slovenia 
 
This section investigates how the CPH influences the primary school curriculum with regard 
to introducing a foreign language (FL) into early years of primary school education and how 
this affects teaching approaches and methodology. As the analysis is centred on Slovenia, the 
foreign language examined is English. 
 
4.2.1. Helen Doron Early English 
 
Before engaging in the debate connected to the Slovene primary school curriculum, the Helen 
Doron method for teaching English is worth mentioning because it links well with the notion 
of the critical period. Doron’s approach has been growing in popularity in the past few years 
and as a result her programmes appeared in Slovenia as well. 
 
Kladnik (2014) explains that Doron advocates for very early English learning (from three-
month infants forward) as she believes foreign language exposure should begin as quickly as 
possible so that it resembles the natural learning of one’s mother tongue. Consequently, the 
methods of teaching are adjusted to the infants and this type of teachers are especially trained 
for carrying out such courses. 
 
Helen Doron has her own audio recordings with English songs, rhymes and stories, with 
which she creates materials and language input for the learners. Words and their meanings are 
learned subsequently with the help of flashcards and different game-like activities. 
 
At first, this method was not very well received, but then parents started noticing progress and 
rapid language learning of their children and Helen Doron Early English became a success. 
Nevertheless, Doron still faces critiques from experts, teachers and some parents as well, 
mostly because of her perhaps extreme style – even though her teaching methods and 
approaches are said to reflect and consider very young learners’ needs, many disapprove with 
her courses starting so early in an infant’s development. However, there exists a strong 
argument in favour of very early start and this is the fact that a child’s brain development is 
the most intense in the first year of one’s life, so it would be a shame to waste such great 
potential to learn (Kladnik 2014: 43–45). 
 
The claim above corresponds to Singleton and Ryan’s finding on page 9, i.e. that children are 
acquiring language from birth onwards (if not even before) and that early language experience 
is of great importance for further development. The two authors also claim that even though 
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the results might be inconclusive about the positive outcomes, it is confirmed that there are no 
negative effects of early L2 or FL instruction. The example they give is that of bilingual 
acquisition (Singleton and Ryan 2004: 201–202). Nicholas and Lightbown (2008: 30) also 
touch upon bilingualism and argue that “[v]ery young children, including those who learn two 
languages from birth, show clear evidence of their ability to distinguish different languages in 
their environment”. Drawing from this comment, one can be reassured that early L2 or FL 
learning does not interfere with the learner’s mother tongue as children discover how to 
separate and therefore not confuse the two languages very early in their development. 
 
4.2.2. CPH and the Slovene School Curriculum 
 
The widely-accepted the younger the better position resulted in decisions of many countries to 
lower the starting age of English formal instruction in primary schools (Long 2013: 259), 
including in Slovenia. English was at first obligatory from 4
th
 grade onwards, but then the age 
was lowered from 9 to 7. This means that the foreign language in question is now taught 
already in 2
nd
 grade. In addition to this change, English is also offered to first graders as a 
non-compulsory elective subject, but there are suggestions of implementing English into the 
curriculum as obligatory throughout all years of primary school. 
 
Slovenia has three different syllabuses when it comes to English: for first graders where 
learning a foreign language is not yet obligatory; for 2
nd
 and 3
rd
 grade where English is 
compulsory, but the amount of classes is smaller; and for 4
th
 to 9
th
 grade, which was the 
original programme before changes were introduced. This subsection examines if the listed 
syllabuses follow the general recommendations for teaching young learners discussed in 
chapter 4.1.1. 
 
The syllabus for first graders (i.e. for English as an elective subject) begins with explaining of 
how foreign languages encourage a child’s general development and how they represent the 
model or the basis for later learning: “Zgodnejši začetek učenja tujega jezika pozitivno vpliva 
na otrokov spoznavni razvoj, npr. na fleksibilnost mišljenja, na metajezikovno zavedanje, 
boljše poznavanje maternega jezika, zavedanje o procesu učenja ter razvijanje lastnih strategij 
učenja” (Pevec Semec et al. 2013a: 5). What is further pointed out is the support of early 
language learning by experts in e.g. developmental psychology and psycholinguistics because 
as a consequence, children establish sensibility and positive attitude towards other languages 
and cultures. It is necessary, however, that FL learning in 1
st
 grade is carried out in an 
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encouraging learning environment, which should be based on personalization and stimulation 
of the learners’ progress (Pevec Semec et al. 2013a: 6). The aim is to introduce students to the 
foreign language by developing their receptive skills and basic comprehension, which 
eventually leads to first traces of communicative competence, the ultimate goal of language 
teaching and learning. 
 
First-grade language teachers are required to use a mixture of different approaches that must 
be multisensorial (i.e. inclusion of different senses, also movement) and situational, 
resembling natural L1 acquisition. Activities should be game-like in order to keep the students 
interested and motivated, making it necessary for teachers to use concrete objects, visual aids, 
songs, etc. The content has to be adjusted to the learners as well: 
Vsebine, ki jih obravnavamo pri pouku, ter izbrane učne metode in pristopi so pogojeni s 
starostjo učencev in njihovo kratkotrajno pozornostjo, so čustveno in kognitivno 
sprejemljive, privlačne, uporabne in zabavne ter spodbujajo učence k vključevanju, 
razvijanju domišljije in ustvarjalnosti. V prvem razredu so učenci na razvojni stopnji 
konkretno operativnega mišljenja, kar pomeni, da mora biti učenčevo sicer logično in 
fleksibilno mišljenje podprto s predstavljanjem konkretnih okoliščin. 
(Pevec Semec et al. 2013a: 12) 
 
The quote above briefly touches upon pupils’ developmental characteristics in first grade and 
teachers have to take these into account when preparing for English sessions. Besides making 
activities short and fun, it is also recommended that some exercises are done individually, 
some in pairs and some in groups, which aids in establishing varied dynamics of the class 
(Pevec Semec et al. 2013a: 12–13). 
 
Assessment should be descriptive so as not to put too much pressure on the learners and it 
should reflect the students’ progress and achievements. 
Teachers are also expected to use information and communication technology (ICT) to 
enhance comprehension and authentic input by listening recordings or watching videos 
appropriate for the learners’ level. 
To ensure a wholesome learning experience, cross-curricular teaching or CLIL (Content and 
Language Integrated Learning) is suggested, connecting English with other school subjects 
(Pevec Semec et al. 2013a: 14–15). 
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The English syllabus for 2
nd
 and 3
rd
 grade is very similar to the one for 1
st
 grade. The content 
(i.e. the subject matter) and the aims are almost the same, but there is a slight difference in the 
minimal standards of knowledge. This is not surprising since students enter higher grades 
with some information and awareness about the language already. It is also added that early 
foreign language learning is the first step towards the general European goal, which is every 
individual speaking at least two languages in addition to their mother tongue. 
 
Didactic recommendations in the two syllabuses are also very much alike. Nevertheless, the 
one for 2
nd
 and 3
rd
 grade explicitly states that approaches that are grammar- or accuracy-
oriented are not acceptable. It is stressed once again that teachers should use appropriate 
methods and that learning should be achieved through play. Assessment, however, is 
descriptive in 2
nd
 grade, but numerical in 3
rd
 grade. The use of ICT and cross-curricular 
teaching are encouraged as well (Pevec Semec et al. 2013b). 
 
The third syllabus in question (the one for grades 4 to 9) is different already when it comes to 
its length as it encompasses grades four to nine. It is an upgrade mainly of the syllabus used in 
2
nd
 and 3
rd
 grade. What is emphasized in the beginning is the diversity of cultures and people 
living in Slovenia and therefore the immense importance of English language learning in 
order to be able to communicate with them, which corresponds to the idea of lifelong learning 
as well. 
It is pointed out that children aged 9 to 15 do not have the same developmental features as 
young children, that their rights should be respected and that they should be enabled or rather 
granted equal opportunities. 
 
The aims and standards of the subject are divided on the basis of four skills (listening, 
reading, writing and speaking) and are not separated according to grades – what is mentioned 
are only second (grades 4 to 6) and third educational period (grades 7 to 9). 
The subject matter does not differ a lot from the content in the first three grades, but it is dealt 
with in more detail. The learning environment should be pleasant and encouraging with the 
learning process centred on the learner. Teachers should provide quality feedback with the 
focus being on positive aspects of the students’ progress. 
 
The approach used must be dynamic with up-to-date course materials and teaching aids, 
striving to achieve communicative competence of the students. It is also stated that teachers 
should pay attention to the learners’ correct pronunciation, but must not be too strict and 
22 
 
demanding in this respect. When it comes to writing, accurate spelling is said not to be the 
main goal of teaching and learning this particular skill. Vocabulary is identified as a 
significant part of language learning since words carry meanings and are therefore essential 
for successful interaction (even more so than grammar). ICT and CLIL are again understood 
as helpful in ensuring a wholesome learning experience. 
There is no change when it comes to evaluation – students are assessed with numerical 
grades. 
 
An aspect that was not mentioned in either syllabus before is homework, which is seen as 
having a relevant role in language learning and in the learning process in general. The aim of 
homework, which has to be carefully planned, is for pupils to revise and upgrade what they 
have learnt in school. This type of revision helps the students to be more independent and 
ultimately achieve learner autonomy (Andrin et al. 2016). 
 
It is possible to conclude from the examined syllabuses for English that the popularity of the 
CPH did not affect only the lowering of the starting age of FL formal instruction, but it had an 
even greater influence on the methodology of teaching. Analysing the approaches suggested 
in the Slovene school curriculum, it can be argued that they follow the current trend, placing 
the emphasis on communicative teaching and learning. Learner needs and their cognitive and 
developmental characteristics are taken into consideration, the result being the adaptation of 
teaching in accordance with their age and proficiency level as well. To summarise, Slovene 
syllabuses for English as a foreign language are quite thoroughly in line with general 
recommendations discussed under heading 4.1.1. 
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5. Empirical Part: Survey and the Analysis of Results 
 
To encompass everything that has been discussed so far, I decided to do research of my own 
that connects theory with practice. My main aim is to find out whether or not both English 
teachers and parents are familiar with the term ‘critical period’ and what they think about 
early foreign language learning. I expect parents to be more in favour of this idea than 
teachers because of the massive exposure to English even before starting school. The research 
or rather the findings could potentially also reveal disagreement with putting so much 
pressure on children in their initial stages of education. 
 
I designed a short questionnaire for English teachers and parents of students attending grades 
one to six. Within the two chosen groups, the sample of participants is random as the selected 
method is an online survey, making my research quantitative. The basis for the questionnaires 
are multiple-choice questions so as to make the responding as simple and as straightforward 
as possible. The survey for teachers consists of three questions: a yes/no question, a multiple-
choice question with one possible answer and a multiple-choice question with more than one 
possible answer, including the option ‘other’. The questionnaire for parents also has three 
questions: two yes/no questions and a multiple-choice question with one possible answer. 
 
Questions included in the questionnaire for teachers: 
1. Have you ever come across the term ‘critical period’ with regard to learning and 
teaching foreign languages? 
2. What do you think about early learning and teaching of foreign languages, especially 
English? 
3. How do you adjust your classes to younger learners? 
 
Questions included in the questionnaire for parents: 
1. Have you ever come across the term ‘critical period’ with regard to learning and 
teaching foreign languages? 
2. Did you intentionally expose your child to English even before enrolling him or her to 
school (e.g. courses in kindergarten, Helen Doron programmes, self-initiated learning 
at home)? 
3. What do you think about early learning and teaching of foreign languages, especially 
English? 
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As seen above, two questions for teachers and parents are the same so the summary of the 
results is built primarily on contrastive analysis of the two groups participating in the survey. 
 
I received a total number of 113 responses from teachers and 136 responses from parents. 
 
If the focus is first placed on teachers, 88 of them (78%) answered ‘yes’ when asked about 
whether they are familiar with the term ‘critical period’. This means that 25 teachers (22%) 
have not come across this notion yet, at least not relating to learning foreign languages. 
 
The second question required of the participants to mark the opinion about early language 
learning that comes closest to theirs. The majority or more precisely 74 teachers (66%) think 
that the knowledge of foreign languages is useful and necessary for children and they 
therefore agree with the present state in schools. The second most frequently chosen answer 
with 25 teachers (22%) is the opinion that the knowledge of foreign languages is of great 
importance, and that this is why it should start even earlier. Only 14 teachers (12%) recognize 
the significance of foreign languages but believe that the process of learning begins too soon. 
The answers that remained unselected include believing that foreign languages are not 
relevant for children and having no opinion on the matter. 
 
The third and the last question of the survey asked the teachers to check answers (i.e. one or 
more than one, including option ‘other’) that best describe their ways of adapting classes to 
younger learners. Almost every teacher (108 of them, i.e. 96%) opted for incorporating a lot 
of short activities that are interesting to the students. Two other very frequently chosen 
alternatives – both with 105 teachers (93%) – involve adding stories and songs in the lessons, 
and bringing different objects to class and/or using pictures for illustration. A considerable 
number of teachers (82, i.e. 73%) repeat the subject matter various times and include more 
concrete examples in their explanations. Only one teacher does not adjust his or her classes to 
younger learners, whereas no one selected doing more exercises with the students. Some of 
the teachers, 6 to be precise, chose option ‘other’ and wrote further ideas, mainly using 
games, activities that require movement and Total Physical Response activities, crafting, 
project and group work, establishing connections between different topics, etc. 
 
To now turn the attention to parents, their responses to the first question show that 47 of them 
(35%) have already heard about a ‘critical period’ when it comes to foreign language learning. 
This leaves 89 parents (65%) who do not know this term. 
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When asked about whether or not they intentionally exposed their child to English even 
before enrolling him or her to school, 49 parents (36%) answered ‘yes’ and 87 of them (64%) 
chose ‘no’. 
 
The results of the question concerning their opinion about early foreign language learning 
show that 65 parents (48%) agrees on their relevance, supporting the existing situation. Many 
participants (42, i.e. 31%) also believe that although foreign languages are useful to know, 
their learning and teaching starts too early, whereas 27 parents (20%) think languages should 
be introduced into children’s lives even before entering school. Two respondents (1%), 
however, are convinced that learning foreign languages is neither useful nor necessary. No 
one selected the option of having no opinion on the matter. 
 
If a comparison is made considering the two questions that are the same for both groups (i.e. 
teachers and parents), the survey reveals that there are more teachers than parents that are 
familiar with the term ‘critical period’ (88% vs 35%). Nevertheless, this outcome is not 
surprising as teachers are more likely to encounter this concept either during their studies or 
later when browsing literature relevant for their area of expertise. 
The analysis of the questionnaire also shows that more teachers than parents are in favour of 
(very) early foreign language learning, which is the opposite of my initial expectations. 
Altogether 88% of teachers support the present state or believe that the learning process 
should start even sooner. When it comes to parents, this percentage is lower, i.e. 68%. Also, 
only 12% of teachers are convinced that foreign language learning should start later, whereas 
parents reached a noteworthy 31%. 
 
The survey did not confirm my assumption of teachers and parents being against placing the 
students under increasing pressure when it comes to early foreign language learning. What the 
research did reveal, however, that CPH has indeed influenced English language teaching and 
learning. This is already seen in the high number of respondents (especially teachers) who are 
familiar with the term ‘critical period’, but mostly in their opinion that foreign languages are 
useful and necessary, and that their teaching and learning should start as soon as possible. The 
conclusion that can be drawn from these reactions is that the general consensus about the 
importance of languages has changed considerably over the years, which led to lowering the 
starting age of English teaching and learning not only in Slovene schools, but in institutions 
all over the world. Consequently, teachers have to adapt their classes with adjusting their level 
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of English and modifying the activities for younger learners, which is what the survey proved 
as well. 
 
Comparing the research results to my expectations, I am slightly surprised that so many 
teachers and parents approve (very) early foreign language teaching and learning. My 
prediction about parents being more supportive about the idea turned out to be false as well. 
The results suggest that parents are in fact slightly more worried about the amount of stress 
that arises from exposing students to so much unnecessary pressure already in the beginning 
stages of education. This is most likely the reason why most of them do not urge the children 
to learn languages before entering school. Nevertheless, the respondents seem to generally 
agree with the existing situation, accepting English as obligatory subject in 2
nd
 and (for now) 
optional in 1
st
 grade. 
 
My opinion about the issue in question is different than the one of the majority of the teachers 
that participated in the research. Despite the fact that early exposure to foreign languages does 
not have negative effects (see pages 18–19), I believe that postponing formal instruction for 
two or even three years would not make any noticeable difference. Students beginning their 
education and their parents feel concerned about accustoming to teaching and learning 
processes already, so I do not see the purpose of increasing their levels of stress so soon after 
entering school. I think that foreign language learning should start after children get 
acquainted with school system in general, i.e. in 3
rd
 or 4
th
 grade. 
 
Steinberg and Sciarini (2006: 126) state that “younger children [rely] more heavily on their 
use of rote memory for language learning”, whereas “[o]lder children [begin] to apply their 
cognitive abilities in analyzing the syntactic rules of the second language”. In other words, 
very young children memorize information by heart; their older peers, on the other hand, try 
and reach actual understanding of the knowledge they received, which is the goal every 
teacher wants to achieve. The above statement by Steinberg and Sciarini is taken into account 
in the syllabus of English by using young learners’ ability of rote learning in the first three 
years of primary school (e.g. learning vocabulary items) and postponing discussing 
grammatical rules until the students mature and develop their cognitive skills. However, after 
analysing all the English syllabuses for primary school in Slovenia, I noticed that the content 
for grades one to three is more or less the same. This is understandable because young 
children need the subject matter to be repeated several times – despite their capacity of 
memorizing information quickly, they also forget it in a short period of time. As a result, I 
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believe it would be more productive if foreign language teaching and learning started later, 
i.e. when the students are more mature and after they acquire literacy in their mother tongue. 
Furthermore, the evidence for early foreign language learning having positive outcomes is to 
a great extent inconclusive, so starting sooner does not in fact guarantee success. For instance, 
there exist some studies that demonstrated younger beginners not doing better than older ones 
(Singleton and Ryan 2004: 99). 
 
If the trend of lowering the starting age of foreign language learning and teaching in Slovenia 
continues, this could result in the obsession of exposing children to English as soon as they 
are born or even before (i.e. the so-called pre-natal language learning). In addition, schools 
keep expanding the list of foreign languages as elective subjects, but it is only a matter of time 
before they become part of the compulsory curriculum. At the same time, however, the 
general standard of knowledge is decreasing, which is even more alarming. This is why 
before introducing foreign languages to their programmes, the schools should make sure that 
the students are at least able to communicate in their mother tongue properly.  
 
Another issue that is worth mentioning at this point is that of qualification necessary for 
teaching English in grades 1 to 3. In Slovenia, there are currently two options: either 
completing the pedagogical study of English and the module for early language teaching, or 
finishing the programme of primary teacher education with English. To paraphrase, students 
in the first three years of elementary school can be taught either by experts in English who 
know the specifics of the language itself, or by experts in primary education who understand 
the needs of young children and characteristics of their development. It is clear from this 
description, however, that when working alone neither of the two can ensure that students in 
question receive quality education and wholesome learning experience. Therefore, the logical 
conclusion is for both teachers to be present during English classes and assist each other. This 
team-teaching is likely to bring better results when it comes to language knowledge as well as 
classroom management. 
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6. Other Influences on L2 Acquisition 
 
As mentioned on page 11, there are other factors besides age that influence L2 acquisition. 
Some of them are learner-centred, whereas the rest depend more on external circumstances. 
 
6.1. Learner Characteristics 
 
Intelligence is one of many important components when learning or acquiring a new language 
as there is “high correlation of IQ [i.e. intelligence quotient] scores with the results of 
language tests” (Spolsky 1989: 102). However, if general intelligence is taken into account, 
IQ does not predict how successful one will be with regard to communicative ability. 
Intelligence is in fact only linked to skills that are more academic and literacy-based because 
these are what IQ tests essentially measure (Spolsky 1989: 102–104). In a more recent 
interpretation of multiple intelligences by Gardner, on the other hand, one type of intelligence 
(i.e. verbal-linguistic intelligence) is reserved only for language. 
 
Another significant element is language aptitude, more generally known as talent for 
languages. The idea of aptitude is not connected to whether or not one can acquire a new 
language, but to how well and how fast this learning is going to happen (Johnson 2001: 122–
123). It is not entirely clear what makes some people more susceptible to languages than 
others, but it may have something to do with genetics as well as interest and motivation, 
which are discussed separately below. 
 
Thirdly, a learner’s attitude towards the target language and culture is of great importance as 
well. If one is prejudiced against a language or has previously had unpleasant experience with 
native speakers, this reluctance can get in the way of achieving language learning success. In 
a classroom situation, the students’ attitude towards the teacher is also relevant, i.e. if a 
learner does not like the teacher or has a tense relationship with him or her, language learning 
for this particular student is likely to be more difficult (Johnson 2001: 132–134; Steinberg and 
Sciarini 2006: 130). 
 
Learning strategies and learning styles also affect L2 learning. Learning strategy is an 
“individual [approach] to learning situations” (Spolsky 1989: 109). Every learner develops his 
own learning strategies in accordance with his preferences and ways that make the learning 
process easier. These strategies refer to how one copes with remembering information (e.g. 
repetition), work organization, presence of other students, etc. Learning styles, on the other 
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hand, are divided into three groups: visual (watching), auditory (listening) and kinaesthetic 
(moving). It is useful if a student knows which style suits him most as it can aid faster 
learning (Spolsky 1989: 109; Johnson 2001: 152, 154). 
 
Personality traits have also been discovered to impact L2 learning. Dewaele (2009: 627) states 
that “extraversion scores have been found to correlate positively with measures of oral 
fluency in the L2” and continues that “open-mindedness [is also] a good predictor of foreign 
language learning achievement” (ibid.: 629). In other words, students that are shy and silent 
tend to be weaker language learners as their extravert peers. 
 
Interest and motivation are perhaps the two most significant factors affecting L2 learning. A 
desire to learn a language and interest in the language itself are components that compose the 
so-called intrinsic motivation, i.e. learning for one’s personal pleasure. Extrinsic motivation, 
on the other hand, means trying to achieve a goal that was set by someone else (e.g. a 
teacher). It is better if a student is intrinsically motivated because this way knowledge is 
gained faster and the results last longer. 
 
Anxiety and emotions form a considerable part of language learning as well. If learners feel 
“anxious or insecure, there are likely to be psychological barriers to communication” 
(Littlewood 1984: 58). Negative feelings in general can slow down the students’ learning 
progress, so it is necessary to establish a pleasant learning environment where pupils feel 
comfortable enough to participate in the lessons. 
 
Women are said to be more successful language learners than men. One explanation for this is 
that “some parents seem to regard learning languages as suitable for girls, while the boys are 
encouraged in the direction of [other] subjects” (Johnson 2001: 132). This does not mean, 
however, that male students are not as able to learn foreign languages as their female 
colleagues. 
 
Finally, having a good memory is crucial as language learning demands a considerable 
amount of memorization (e.g. of new words, grammatical rules, etc.). Memorizing ability 
declines with age, so in this respect younger learners have the advantage over adults 
(Steinberg and Sciarini 2006: 125–126). 
 
Considering the learner characteristics discussed so far, one can make a list of features of a 
successful language learner: 
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– relatively high IQ and developed linguistic intelligence; 
– considerable language aptitude (i.e. talent for languages); 
– positive attitude towards the language itself, but also its culture, native speakers and 
the teacher; 
– awareness of strong points when it comes to learning strategies and learning styles; 
– extraversion and openness; 
– personal interest and intrinsic motivation, including self-determination; 
– positive feelings towards the learning process in general; 
– good memory. 
 
The above characteristics are learner-centred, but the learning process is also affected by the 
environment in which it occurs. 
 
6.2. External Factors 
 
To some extent, external or environmental aspects of language learning have already been 
covered. It has been explained on pages 11 and 12 that the length as well as type and quality 
of exposure play an important part in achieving high levels of proficiency in a foreign 
language. The longer one is exposed to a language, the better he will do. It is also believed 
that learning in naturalistic situations is more effective than formal instruction, but “even […] 
optimal communicative environments cannot lead to success without the support of explicit 
learning mechanisms” (Dörnyei 2009: 271). When it comes to the quality of education, 
chapter 4.1. discusses in detail that a good teacher must enjoy working with students, be 
enthusiastic about the language and the teaching process in general, and follow certain 
guidelines that help create a positive learning atmosphere. 
 
What is also relevant, however, is the status a language has in the society. If a language is not 
frequently used in a community and has no vocational value, this can impede one’s learning 
progress because there are little opportunities to actually use the language in question. If a 
language is internationally significant, on the other hand, this fact can help students realize 
that to understand and speak foreign languages is useful, which can result in increased interest 
and motivation to learn (Littlewood 1984: 57–58; Singleton and Ryan 2004: 208). 
 
Besides ensuring a pleasant classroom environment, what is also of great effect is the amount 
of support a student receives at home, which can to some extent depend on the parents’ level 
of education and their opinion about the school system (i.e. how much value they ascribe to 
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schooling). If the learners’ parents recognize the advantages of learning foreign languages and 
encourage the child to study, the learning process is easier. If, however, parents exhibit 
ignorant attitude towards the language, the pupil may also lose his will to try and learn it. 
Furthermore, parents must show respect towards the teacher and express concern about the 
student’s performance, otherwise the lack of involvement and interest in the child’s progress 
can have negative consequences not only with regard to learning new languages, but when it 
comes to education in general as well. 
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7. Conclusion 
 
The Critical Period Hypothesis is an influential theory that recognizes age as one of the most 
important aspects influencing language learning. As the brain’s plasticity begins to decrease 
around puberty, starting exposure to a language early in one’s development can contribute to a 
better knowledge of that language later in life, but my research shows that this is not 
necessarily the case. There is also no clear evidence to support the claim of language learning 
being a more demanding process in adulthood. 
 
The main aim of the thesis is to prove that the Critical Period Hypothesis does indeed affect 
the perception and understanding of second language acquisition and foreign language 
learning. In addition, the purpose is also to show how and where this influence is seen, 
including and especially the impact CPH has on ELT methodology in general and in Slovenia. 
The most significant change of the younger is better view is the lowering of age at which 
foreign languages are introduced in schools. In consequence, the national curriculum and 
language syllabuses have to be appropriated in order to meet the needs of younger learners. In 
practice, this adjustment is seen in teachers’ adaptation of foreign language classes, i.e. in 
their teaching methods and activities. The Critical Period Hypothesis also seems to have 
changed the general opinion about foreign language learning. The results of the survey I 
conducted show that most teachers and parents acknowledge the importance of foreign 
languages and agree with their early formal instruction. 
 
The thesis establishes that starting foreign language learning when young does not in fact 
guarantee success since the evidence supporting this claim is inconclusive. Even so, it is still 
commonly believed that an early beginning ultimately leads to a higher proficiency level and 
consequently to better long-term results. However, the Critical Period Hypothesis fails to 
consider other learner characteristics and some external factors, which are also of great 
importance when it comes to second language acquisition and learning. Future studies should 
therefore take these into account as well. 
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Appendix 1 
 
VPRAŠALNIK ZA UČITELJE ANGLEŠČINE 
 
 
1. Ali ste v povezavi z učenjem in poučevanjem tujih jezikov že zasledili izraz ‘kritično 
obdobje’? 
 
              DA                           NE 
 
2. Kaj menite o zgodnjem učenju in poučevanju tujih jezikov, še posebej angleščine? 
Označite en odgovor. 
 
a) Menim, da je znanje tujih jezikov za otroke koristno in potrebno (tj. strinjam se z 
obstoječim stanjem). 
b) Menim, da je znanje tujih jezikov za otroke koristno in potrebno, vendar se njihovo 
učenje in poučevanje začne prezgodaj. 
c) Menim, da je znanje tujih jezikov za otroke koristno in potrebno, zato bi se njihovo 
učenje in poučevanje moralo začeti še prej. 
d) Menim, da je znanje tujih jezikov za otroke nekoristno in nepotrebno. 
e) Nimam mnenja, vseeno mi je. 
 
3. Kako svoj pouk prilagodite mlajšim učencem? Če nižjih razredov ne učite, vseeno 
razmislite, kako bi to storili in odgovorite na vprašanje. Izberete lahko več odgovorov. 
 
a) Pouka mlajšim učencem ne prilagajam. 
b) V učne ure vključim več različnih in krajših aktivnosti, ki so zanimive za učence. 
c) V pouk vključim pesmi, zgodbe ipd. 
d) V razred prinesem razne predmete in/ali uporabim veliko slik za ponazoritev. 
e) Snov večkrat ponovim in pri razlagi vključim več konkretnih primerov. 
f) Učenci rešijo več vaj. 
g) Drugo: 
_______________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix 2 
 
VPRAŠALNIK ZA STARŠE 
 
 
1. Ali ste v povezavi z učenjem in poučevanjem tujih jezikov že zasledili izraz ‘kritično 
obdobje’? 
 
              DA                           NE 
 
2. Ali ste vašega otroka že pred vpisom v šolo načrtno oziroma namensko izpostavljali 
angleščini (npr. tečaj v vrtcu, program Helen Doron, samostojno učenje jezika doma 
ipd.)? 
 
              DA                           NE 
 
3. Kaj menite o zgodnjem učenju in poučevanju tujih jezikov, še posebej angleščine? 
Označite en odgovor. 
 
a) Menim, da je znanje tujih jezikov za otroke koristno in potrebno (tj. strinjam se z 
obstoječim stanjem). 
b) Menim, da je znanje tujih jezikov za otroke koristno in potrebno, vendar se njihovo 
učenje in poučevanje začne prezgodaj. 
c) Menim, da je znanje tujih jezikov za otroke koristno in potrebno, zato bi se njihovo 
učenje in poučevanje moralo začeti še prej. 
d) Menim, da je znanje tujih jezikov za otroke nekoristno in nepotrebno. 
e) Nimam mnenja, vseeno mi je. 
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